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,eo*peNearn auaft:
Comm?tnity actiztism

By Karen Quinones l \ l i l ler
INQUIRER ST^TF $ 'RITER'nB*:?*f:'rT'j1:l#T

group.of teenagers surrounding her
in a circle of chairs.

"All while people are racists!"
screamed a dark-skinned girl stand.
lDg next to her.

."W9m.9n ger raped because rhey
Iike it." a male African American
reen sneeied as he too faced the
circle.

Suddenly anorher African Ameri.
can teenager walke'd in among them,
Iooked at tbe three solemnly, then
lurned and addressed rhe others in
the room.

"Whar do all of rhese people have
in commou?" he asked, then paused
a moment before answcring.'

"They're all ignoranr to rhe fact
rhat  the stereotypical  s la lcmcnts
rhey've said are not true. lgnorance
rs bondlge, and the purpose of lhis,
rhe F'ifrh Annual Fulure Leaders
Summcr Camp, is  to  show you that
rhrough educalion you can set your.
self free."

Speaking was Tabir WYatt, t5, of
rhsGermantown section of Philadel'
phia, one of 35 teenagers attending
ihe camp dcsigned lo train Young
communitY activists.

Wyalt, a Youth counsclor, has at'
tended each Year sincc lhe camP
opened in 1988. The camP fulf i l ls a
dream of several longltme actlvlsls
- inclrrding Wyatt's father, Shafik
.lbu-Tahir - who were concerned
about the lack of training for young'
stcrs wishing lo, in a sense' eBter
ln lo thei r  l ine of  work '

"'Ihcsc are our futurc leaders. and
we wanled verY badlY for them lo
reprclduce the things that wc have
bccn struggling for, such as respect
I0r l i fe and certainly rsspect for thc
cnvironment." said Abu'Tahir, one
of f ive adult counselors at lbe camp.

And so last week al thc l'ellowshiP
l'arm in Pottstown. on a 120-acre
g,rassy relreal miles from the big city
and .its problems, the leehs were
taught how to organize communitY
g,roups in their neighborhoods. how
lo sensitize their peers to the differ'
enccs of olher culturcs - eyel-how-

to cbair meetings using Robert's
Rules of Order.

Of course, they also played basket'
ball. And swam, and hiked, and saw

, farm animals, and did what tem'
i agers do in a summer c,amP.

I

one goaiif-th-e to<ay camp is to
teach tbe leeDagers to work togetber
ratber tban individually to accom-
plish things. Tbis isn't just an ab
stract concept. Early on in ihe see
sion, tbe campers took turns being
blindfolded and led a sbort time by a
peer.

"Man! Where the heck are we go
ing?" a bliudfolded lg-year{ld swore
at a l$yearcld leading him around.

"It's OK," the younger one, a tbree-
yesr veteran of the camp, answered
soothingly-llilele just going to go a
few more steps, and we'll be at the
table and you can sit dowu."

"Tbis exercise is really good be
cause it teacbes the kids about trust,"
Atiya Mosely, a bounselor, said as sbe
watcbed the two teenagers go
through tbe exercise. She said these
kinds of exercises also helped the
teenagers uude.rstand what it feels
like to have another dependent upoD
tbem.

The campers also attend work-
shops to discuss a variely of social
issues, such as abortiou, racism, sex-
ism, AIDS, homelessness, and the
rights of the disabled. Heady mate-
rial for l& to lg-year{lds, but they
seem to handle it wcll.

"We deal with the problems lhat
exist in the world, which I think is
good, because if you don't face tbe
problems, the problems are going to
face you," said Wyatt, a student at
Central High School.

"Sure, talking about some things
can be depressing," he added. ':But

it 's a depressing world that we live
in, and we bave to be equipped with
the tools we need to change it."

Wyatt, l ike many of the camptlq,
seems unusually mature for his age.
But altbough he displays a vasl
knowledge of currenl social issues,
he also shares lhc usual leenagc con-
cerns - l ike going to panies, talkinB
to girls, wbich rap artist has lhe bcst
"jam."

Nathan Smith. 14. of East Oak [aue,
also considers himself a pretty nor-
mal kid. Bul he maintains tbat he has
benefited enormously from his three
summers at the Future Leaders
camp.

"When I was young I l ived in a
neighborhood where the kids would
call me names like chink," said
Smith, whose falher is whire and
whose motber is Asian. "l would yell
at them.'l 'm not Chinese; I 'm Ameri'
can!"'

Smith said he realized now that he
should be proud of his Asian heri.

-tage, as well as his white ancestry,
and be credits this camp wilh teach.
ing him that. "When you're around
so many otber kids of different cul-
lures r,.'l;:i bave such pride, it makes
vou proud of your own heritage." he

, : id .

I
Divers i ty  is  an important  lheme

for tbcse future leaders. For next
year's session, the camp is making an
allout effclrt lo accommodale young-
sters wi lh  d isabi l i t ies.

The campers come from all over
the nation, some paying the full $350
cost, some on scholarship. Scholar-
ships are provided by local busi-
nesses and other sponsors. Some
come at their parents' urging and,
because lhey are teenagers, at f irst
they aren't loo happy aboul it.

On Day One, Bobby Youngblood,
15, an African American from the
South Bronx, said firmly that hei
would never have come to the camp
had he known what it was about.

"l didn:t know anything about hav-
ing to attend sessions," Youngblood
said with a scowl. "l ttrought we
might have to take a couple of nature
hikes or something, but Dot all this
stuff."

By the next day, however, Young-
blood had changed his tune. "These
kids . . . sometimes in the sessions
they use big words, and I don't al-
ways understand all that they're say-

ing, but when we're tranging out in
the rooms or playing basketball, I see
lhey're just l ike me," he said slowly
but with great emotion.

"And I'm finding out I am inter'
ested in what we're talking about. . . .
I never knew that I cared about
things l ike racism or abortion, or
even that I had an oPinion about it,
but that's because nobody ever asked
me. Now when I hear them talking
about these things, I realize I do
carc."

The adult counselors, who staY at
lbe camp 24 hours a daY, arc not Paid
for tbeir l ime. Bul lvlosely, a regis-
tered nurse, says she and others'with
a history of acli l ' ism don't mind.

"h's worth it to me," she said as she
watched lhe campers leaving a work-
shop on racism and running loward

the basketball courts to get in a cou-
ple of hours of play before dinner.

"lf there's one thing that kceps me
inspired to continue in the struggle
for a better world, ir's the youth that
are coming up bchind me."

Or, as Bianca White, 15, of German.
town, said: "lt 's really different to be
around people my age who care
about the rhings that I do. For rhe
longest t ime, I thought I was the only
kid that had lhese rhoughrs, but now
I see I 'm not."

For lflore lnformation
I Call Shafik Abu-Tahir,
Philadelphia coordinator of the .
Firture Leaders Summer Camp, .
at 215-472-4024.



SHAKING TTIE ROOTS OF THE TREE OF OPPRESSION

Twelve parents of children with differences gathered at the Variety
Club Camp and Developmental Center for a weekend workshop, the first
of its kind. Just being together was a moving event. We discovered,
however, that we have something to say not only to each other, or other
parents but to everyone who is interested in ending oppression

What parents have in common is the work we do and how that work is
viewed and valued by the societies we live in. What parents of children
with differences have in common in addition is more work; our children
require more work. Although parenting in general is given the status
of a hobby in most societies and parents are not given the support, pay
or time otf that they need, the work is nonerheless vaiued anci
respected if only superficially. What makes our work as parents of
children with differences seem unbearable much of the time is the
attitude in society that our work is completely worthless. At its most
vicious, the message goes," If you work hard enough your child may not
be a burden all his or her life, but for the most part it would have been
better if he/she had never been born. ''

With this attitude put into words , many of us saw for the first time that
our childrens differences or disabilities ARE NOT TIIE REASON OUR LIFE
IS SO HARD. Our lives are hard because we have more work to do than
can be done without great cost to ourselves, and because of the general
attitude that this work we do is considered worthless. As we thought
further on this it also became clear that there is a societal assumption
that underlies this attitude that is detrimental to everyone- that people
are valued for what they can produce., (and what they produce is
vaiued according to how it contributes to maintaining the society as it
is.) At this point we rearized that we were down to the roots of
oppressioil, and that this is one root thet rve wilL gleefully shake, until
the tree falls down!

People are valuable simply because they exist. 
'We 

are each valuable
because we were born, because we are human, because. we are unique.
Each of our children with a difference or disability is a gift, there was
never anyone like them before and there will never be anyone else
exactly like them again. Infact their difference or disability is a
uniquely interesting example of being human. The limitations they
struggle with are more visible examples of the struggles that everyone
deals with who was born into the current societies, rife with oppression.
When Kate, my daughter with Down Syndrome figures out a solution to
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a problem she is confronted with, when she wins a battle, it is an
inspiration for me and could be for everyone.

From this came some attempts to create a commitment for us. The
following is my own personal offering, since we could not agree at the
workshop:

From now on I will joyfully remember that my child is a freasure, that
his or her disability or difference is not the cause of hardship in my life,
and that the work I do as a parent deserves complete respect- there is
no more valuable work that anvone could do.

Amy Kietzman
Philadelphia, PA




